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The Examined Life Re-examined
BY DOUG JAMES
Socrates once said that the
unexamined life is not worth
living. In this day of continual
struggle for the minds of men, I
think that he might have
amended his statement. The
life that neither knows nor ex-
amines its own bases is not only
not worth living, but in our day
is dangerous to its society. In
our "other directed" society, this
is the main weapon we have to
fight the pressures of propa-
ganda and conformity. Being
the children of our culture bars
us from complete escape, and
we dare not lose our sense of
reality. At the same time, we
m u s t continually re-examine
these realities in the light of our
greater knowledge and under-
standing. Thus I am attempting
to set forth in this paper some
thinking now six years begun. I
hope that it may focus another
small ray of light on our think-
ing.
The central idea in my
thought is that the universe is
causal in nature. Or, more
simply, every cause has an ef-
fect and every effect a cause. To
the best of my knowledge, ev-
eryone, whether consciously or
not, accepts this hypothesis to a
limited degree. We depend on
the validity of causality every
day and exhibit our dependence
on it continually. Very few peo-
ple will consciously walk off a
cliff without expecting to fall.
In addition, most people's ac-
tions reflect the assumption that
those actions will produce cer-
tain reactions in other people.
When you punch someone in the
nose, you do so with some idea
of what his reaction is going to
be. In spite of this common
acceptance of causality, most
people do not accept it as a uni-
versal principle, however. This
is quite understandable because
as a universal principle it forces
one to several inescapable con-
clusions :
1. There is no "free will."
2. There is no morality in
the universe. Thus it is
a moral.
3. There is no absolute
purpose in the universe,
though there are move-
ment and energy.
These conclusions do not co-
incide with our present cultural
traditions and so are unpopular,
especially because they seem
ominously close to some Com-
munist assumptions. But un-
popular or not, they are valid to
me, and popularity should not
be a criterion for validity.
Due to the expanding knowl-
edge of science, and especially
of psychology since the Pavlo-
vian experiments, there re-
mains only one main argument
against these contentions. Those
who oppose these ideas say that
causality doesn't apply to men's
minds and wills. They main-
tain that there is something
within man that has no connec-
tion with other factors, but
makes choices. This they call
"free will," or "spirit," or "man's
inner self." The proof that this
other self exists supposedly lies
in the fact that no one can com-
pletely predict his or another
person's actions. This premise
neglects the many actions of
man that can be predicted. This
is the fact that deserves our at-
tention, for the major obstacle to
more accurate prediction is not
that causality does not apply,
but is the difficulty of knowing
the complete situation in a per-
son's mind, a difficulty of ob-
servation. The existing methods,
such as behavioral analysis,
have been remarkably effective
in spite of their indirectness.
Time after time in his short his-
tory, man has assumed that there
were mystical causes because he
did not fully understand the na-
ture of things, and time after
time, these beliefs have disin-
tegrated because of the scru-
tiny of fuller understanding.
An excellent case in point would
be the changes that have come
about in criminology, penology,
and the treatment of juvenile de-
linquency. Though we have not
arrived at an Utopia by any
stretch of the imagination, we
are finally beginning to break
away from the fiction of utter
individual responsibility. There
may be a limit to which we can
apply this, similar to the limits
of Heisenberg's principle of in-
determinacy, but this does not
negate the universal nature of
causality.
In all this thought, there is
one disturbing factor. To me,
and to every other human being,
free will is a reality. It seems
to us that we do make choices,
and that free will is implied in
these choices. Naturally psy-
chologists can explain this feel-
ing in causal terms, but such ex-
planations lack meaning because
we always have the illusion of
free choice with us. To fit this
disturbing f a c t o r into our
thought, we must understand the
basis of causal analysis, and be-
come pragmatic.
Whenever someone tries to
discover a causal relation, he
must assume the position of a
perfect observer, that is, he must
know all the relevant factors,
and must observe the action ob-
jectively, without disturbing it.
Thus the methods of causality
become useless in all the per-
sonal relations of an individual
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because he can't possibly de-
tach himself from them. In ad-
dition, the "reality" of free will
is directly contradictory to the
whole idea of causality. Dr.
Max Planck, a brilliant German
theoretical physicist, further ob-
serves that it is impossible for a
person to predict his own actions
completely, because whenever
he analyzes the situation from
which to predict, he has changed
the situation he was analyzing.
If causality is the central idea
of my thought, then I must add
that the reality of choice in the
human situation is equally im-
portant. It is not a refutation
of the causal assumption. It is
a very necessary practical ad-
mission, that is, for a certain
frame of reference, we must con-
sider illusion a reality. The im-
portance of this idea is so often
lost by determinists that it seems
like a new idea. Too often, the
determinist is carried away by
the primary implications of
causality into a mechanistic sys-
tem that completely ignores
choice and the whole realm of
human relations. Such over-
sights are the origin of many ill
effects that science and determ-
inism have had upon our society.
A concluding premise can be
taken from this analysis. Though
we are constantly drawn to the
human frame of reference, and
often feel far removed from
what we consider the "cold, hard
and inanimate" nature of things,
our conclusions gain validity
from casuality. If we do not
recognize this, and do not con-
tinually seek to keep in contact
with true reality, our conclusions
are liable to harm both ourselves
and our society. This is true not
only of such things as touching
a hot stove, but is true of basic
human "rights," religious beliefs,
and philosophies.
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Red brick flashed past the Colorado. She had succumbed
to the red and yellow travel
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Plaster pirouettes parade
On girating ground,
Heirs of Eohippus break
Toward blue grass sound.
Riders sway, suspended,
And time taps on.
Patient, the ponies pause,
Then resume their marathon.
train windows. Black pyramids
of coal lay simmering in the
white August sun. Anna Die-
trich reached into a paper sack
and pulled out another peach.
On the seat next to her she had
carefully arranged seven peach
pits in a pile on a newspaper.
The pits were not as lovely as
the peach skins, she thought, but
still they were satisfying to look
at because one could never get
such peaches in Vienna. In fact,
she had had no peaches like
these in all of Europe! But of
course, there had been other,
more important things to do in
Paris or London.
The train slid around a curve
and several of the pits slipped
to the floor. Anna kicked them
under the seat and wriggled her
feet into a more comfortable
position, leaving her shoes in a
half-on, half-off position. Few
travelers could do this on a
strange trip, she thought; they
would be bothered with an-
xieties as to where to get off and
when to get their bags down.
But when one has gone to Rome
alone and has lived in Vienna
without knowing a soul—well,
one can enjoy the worldly lux-
ury of relaxing with shoes off.
The train was going to Chi-
cago, but Anna was going on to
folders which lured one "to the
West, to the land of enchant-
ment, where the skies are not
cloudy . . . vacation on a dude
ranch . . ." It would be dif-
ferent at least.
Her teeth cut the skin of an-
other peach. The juice ran
down her pudgy fingers cov-
ered with rings. Some of the
juice had stained her rumpled
rayon navy suit. It was much
too practical; the frivolous
dresses she had worn to the
operas in Vienna were much
more to her liking. Oh, there
was no place in the world like
Vienna: the music, the gay peo-
ple, the beer gardens. And
Paris was almost as much fun.
Anna could remember travel-
ing through the Alps as a child,
taking skiing lessons while her
parents were away. How many
places she had been—her blue
eyes closed, her hand relaxed
and a peach rolled from the
sack. It fell from her lap to the
floor of the car. A sudden
lurch of the train caused the
peach to roll against her suit-
case. Because it was so heavy
and awkward, Anna had not
bothered to lift it up to a rack.
The bag was peculiarly shaped;
it was twice as long as it was
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